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Young people, public space & NEW URBANISM  
by Phil Crane and Mike Dee  
The first of three articles in this issue addressing the public space topic considers public space 
and young people in the light of a range of papers delivered at the 27th International 
Conference on 'Making Cities Livable', held in Vienna, Austria, in July 2000. Under the 
overarching concept of the "liveable city" the conference themes of 'Rediscovery of public 
space' and 'Cities for the wellbeing of children' attracted a broad mix of those interested in the 
planning, design and management of urban space. A number of themes percolated through 
the conference which stimulated the writers to examine the nexus between urban 
development, young people and public space.  
There is an ongoing need to examine the meaning of public space in the face of powerful 
urban development trends. A model of public space practice is required which incorporates a 
vision of inclusive public spaces, fosters the interactivity of design, planning, social policy 
and management, and resources for greater communication and strategic action between stake 
holders from the most local of levels to those at state and international levels. 
The speed and magnitude of contemporary urban development makes community input and 
influence difficult, particularly for those impacted on by the exclusionary tendencies of much 
urban development. It is critical that a range of meaningful and sustainable mechanisms are 
developed which allow young people’s conceptions of what constitutes youth-friendly space 
to be directly made and taken account of. 
What constitutes public space?  
Defining public space has generally involved demarcation on the basis of ownership, between 
areas vested in public ownership and commercial/privately owned sites. This approach has 
undergone revision to account for the relocation of many essential goods and services to 
private complexes such as shopping centres and led to the notion of "community space" 
which regardless of ownership regime allows mass public access (White 1996). Iveson 
(1998), writing from a planning perspective, argues that four models of public space emerge 
from literature across varying disciplines. The ceremonial model envisages the "grand" 
spaces, such as central squares, where "significant events in the life of nation, state or city can 
be celebrated" (Iveson, p.22). While this space marks the "triumph of the public over the 
market" in being provided by the state, Iveson notes the overt commercialism of many events 
and the struggle by authorities to control such spaces. 
At the Vienna conference a common focus of European papers was the important role of city 
squares for intergenerational interaction and legitimate protest, and how the design 
characteristics of these can be discerned and made available to inform other projects 
(Potzlberger & Keul 2000). The community model suggests the "publicness" of space is 
"contingent not on state ownership, but rather on its ability to foster or house community" 
(Iveson 1998, p.23). Urban community is salvaged through a physical determinism where 
urban design ameliorates social issues. Critics of this "new urbanism" model question 
whether urban design can really create community and, if so, at what cost in terms of the 
exclusion of those not "like us", in favour of a homogeneity which is contrived and 
potentially stultifying. This conception commonly underpinned a number of papers at the 
conference detailing cutting edge model townships built or proposed in North America.  
The liberal model is premised on the invitation for use by all people, regardless of social 
difference. It is reflected in the way regulations controlling use of public spaces are couched 
as applying to all people equally. It also frequently underpins arguments around social justice 
and the right to non-discriminatory access to public space by marginalised people. The liberal 
model does not account for the differentiation which may emerge between various spaces as a 
result of particular groups or networks shaping particular locations, often seen as an 
important aspect of cultural identity and "community building".  
Iveson (1998) notes that despite the rhetoric of inclusion in liberal public space 
pronouncements, public space is in reality predicated on the exclusion of particular groups. 
The rationale used by authorities often alludes to the need to remove "blockages and 
obstacles" such as groups of working-class young people and street vendors, to facilitate the 
use of space by more ‘deserving’ citizens (p.26).  
The multi-public model proposes a "structured setting for the interaction of a number of 
publics", and in so doing seeks to recognise and celebrate social difference as a "virtue" 
rather than a deviance to be eliminated. Young (1990) cited in Iveson (1998, p.27) argues "In 
this ideal groups do not stand in relations of inclusion and exclusion, but overlap and 
intermingle without becoming homogenous". The strengths of this model lie in its call for 
tolerance of diversity and the Heed to foster interaction and communication between a variety 
of "publics". A limitation is that it does not perhaps pay sufficient attention to the way public 
space is conditioned by powerful interests and that groups who have less access to material 
and social resources continue to be those which experience exclusion over time.  
There is a need to further debate and clarify how we understand the role of various types of 
urban public spaces and the impact of the various models of public space that are being 
utilised. The form and meaning of public space is not "fixed", as form and meaning are 
socially as well as physically constructed, and the public and private are increasingly blurred 
rather than distinct (Semsroth 2000).  
Many conceptions of public space are often insufficiently developed or overly narrow. 
Creeks, drains and canals in European cities are important spaces for many children and 
young people, yet rarely figure in considerations about public space. School grounds it was 
argued should be considered important urban public paces and should be designed so as to 
facilitate use by children and young people out of hours (Erjavec 2000). In Australia, young 
people's use of various sites (bushland. schools, creeks), transport corridors (train and bus 
stations, pavements), and modes of transport (trains, bikes, skateboards and scooters), are 
also important to consider from a public space perspective alongside the more traditional foci 
of parks, malls, streets and shopping centres.  
Trends in urban development  
 
Marcuse and van Kempen (2000) found that global economic forces have resulted in the 
spatial concentration of both urban poverty and internationally connected business activities. 
While arguing that there is not, as some have suggested. a "new spatial order", they did draw 
the conclusion that there has been "an increase in the strength of divisions in the city and the 
inequality among them" (p.271).  
Urban trends which have implications for the nature of public space include:  
• the re-development of "brownfield" sites often arising from the closure or relocation of 
defence installations and industrial premises in central urban areas (Feldtkeller 2000); 
• the ‘gentrification’ of inner-city suburbs with displacement of lower income residents and 
homeless people;  
• other inner urban and suburban revitalisation/renewal projects;  
• the development of high-rise inner-city living oriented to the professional and business 
elites;  
• the development of new middle and upper-class "walled" suburbs;  
• the development of "niche" public spaces often underpinned by commercial and city 
"identity-making" objectives. Inner-city parkland developments driven largely by objectives 
related to tourism and the capacity to promote cities as "liveable" and attractive to business 
are becoming common; and  
• the emergence of high density mixed use developments which include residential, light 
employment, leisure, technology access and shopping opportunities where priority is given to 
non-car users, children and families (Feldtkeller 2000, Warren 2000a), sometimes referred to 
as the "networked urban village" (Jenkins 2000).  
Many of these trends are underpinned at least in part, by ideas derived from "New 
Urbanism", an approach to urban planning and community building with origins in the 
United States. New urbanism attempts to shape urban communities so as to resolve perceived 
social problems of "car dependence, isolation from neighbours, and alienation from others in 
public space" (Iveson 1998, p.24). New urbanism seeks to rescue "lost" community spirit 
through designed urban villages/oases where "design becomes the primary influence on 
community life" and ascribes physical planners a pivotal role in the transformation of 
community. According to social commentator Hugh Mackay, "the moral future of Australian 
suburban life is in the hands of urban designers" (cited in Iveson 1998, p.24).  
Public space is identified as one type of location that these urban development processes are 
impacting on. The trend is towards private control, achieved through a variety of means such 
as "cleaning up", the use of security guards, the development of specific districts. and the 
location of public and semi-public facilities in privately owned spaces (Marcuse & van 
Kempen 2000).  
Planning tools and policies have commonly acted to control movement and segregate some 
groups (Gotham 2000, p.173). While there has been a benevolent and altruistic focus in most 
planning (where it assumes it is contributing to more democratic and egalitarian cities), in 
fact these are mechanisms which can exercise significant spatial and social control (p.173). 
The trends in contemporary urban development can be seen as attempts to respond to both 
global and local dynamics. Unfortunately there is little evidence that those marginalised from 
economic and social life will not be further excluded through these processes.  
In anyone city at any one time, a wide range of urban developments are impacting on the 
character and use of public space. The speed and magnitude of these changes to the urban 
landscape poses substantial challenges for governments, planners, youth services and others 
wishing to influence what happens.  
The limitations of new urbanism  
New urbanism has been criticised for focusing not on how communities, work but on how 
they look. While it alleges the failure of old urbanism and invokes design concepts based on 
front porch and small place community, critics argue it is more a marketing ploy which 
"plays on a deep-rooted conservatism" and fears about safety in order to sell property (Ford 
1999). Further it is seen as involving "architectural determinism" which contains subtle but 
powerful exclusionary dynamics. Design attributes which control human traffic flow can be 
both obvious (gates and walls) and more subtle (seating, retailing mix) with the view of 
reducing access by "outsiders". While differentiation between spaces is both inevitable and 
desirable, the issue in relation to new urbanism is the way existing inequalities can be 
legitimised, reproduced and amplified in a "planned" way.  
Advocates of new urbanism (such as Etzioni 1995), see designed communities as a way of 
fostering neighbourhood behaviour which supports the prevailing social, moral and economic 
order. This linkage between new urbanism and social order is encapsulated in the rallying cry 
"it takes a village to prevent a crime" and infers that an urban planning orientation should be 
used to ameliorate alleged deficiencies in personal and moral behaviour (Etzioni 1997). A 
"viable community", is not an inclusive one which values diversity, but one where people 
"actively gossip about each other", know one another and spend their time on front steps 
watching passersby (The Guardian 19/09/00).  
The exclusionary potential of new urbanism arises not only from the narrow conception of 
community embodied in the notion of the "village", but from the way new "intelligent" 
developments, responding to global economic dynamics, incorporate advanced information 
technology infrastructure (Marvin & Graham 1999), which in turn increases locality-related 
inequality. The combined pressures of globalisation and localisation (as identified by The 
World Bank 1999) leads to neighbourhoods acting in competition to ensure that they are "on 
line and attractive" to inward investment, "rather than being off line and marginalised" 
(Marvin & Graham 1999, p.27).  
The range of urban developments cited here can be expected to generate a diversity of public 
space types and characters reflective of different intentions in economic and social purpose. 
The failure to account for the exclusionary dimensions of these, however, is common 
(Warren 2000b) and problematic. It is clear public space research and practice requires a 
critical awareness of urban development ideas and processes.  
Young people, public space and the individualisation of risk  
The literature exploring the individualisation of risk in late modernity (Furlong & Cartmel 
1997) is useful in explaining a range of tensions around young people's use of public space. 
The frame of "late" modernity (Giddens 1991) asserts that while we are currently 
experiencing substantial social change, there are also powerful continuities with inequality 
continuing to be reproduced according to class, race and gender. In the past 20 years there has 
been the development of a "risk" culture, where the concept of risk and its management has 
assumed a centrality to governance and management.  
Accompanying this has been a reconfiguring of the role of the state (some argue declining) 
which has resulted in many risks being "individualised". Changes to the income support and 
health systems in Australia are graphic examples of how collective protections are being 
gradually replaced by mechanisms which increasingly locate with the individual the cost of 
experiencing difficulties. Manifestations of risk becoming more individualised for young 
people include reduced and tighter income support arrangements, high levels of after-housing 
poverty for those not at home, the "reform" of juvenile justice regimes with greater emphasis 
on individual culpability, as well as the vesting of increased powers to exclude from 
particular places in authorities such as school principals and police.  
Many of the tensions cited in young people's use of public space can be better understood by 
incorporating this analysis. As risk has become more individualised, so it has become 
possible to commodify and "sell" feelings of security to those with most market power. This 
is particularly evident in the way various urban precincts are oriented to particular consumers, 
and employ a range of management strategies (including security devices) to communicate 
feelings of risk reduction (safety). Governments, rather than apply and defend civic rights of 
access, have travelled down the path of "risk management". Particularly popular have been 
the application of safety through environmental design principles, and local public space 
responses which aim to reduce government exposure to criticism. The result is that 
underlying tensions around public spaces are rarely addressed in such a way as to 
acknowledge the views, needs and rights of marginalised people, particularly young people 
who are economically and socially marginalised.  
Urban development, overseen by State and local governments, has embraced the notion of 
creating what France and Wiles (1998) call "locations of trust" and "security bubbles". 
Increasingly the location of "public" leisure spaces, transport facilities and essential services 
has been on private property or on public land to which private property rights have been in 
some sense applied (e.g. the Southbank Parklands in Brisbane). This has allowed particular 
spaces to be oriented to particular markets, and has been accompanied by adjustments to 
regulatory powers so that those who are not seen as conducive to successful consumption can 
be actively deterred. For example, The Queensland Police Powers and Responsibility Act 
2000 allows police to move on people if they cause "anxiety" to others.  
Authorities have commonly sought to "design out" many opportunities for young people to 
make unstructured use of remaining spaces. Examples include the removal of seating areas 
and the elimination through landscaping of informal "hanging out" space (Owens 1999). It 
has become common for health and safety logic to underpin justifications for the 
exclusionary management of public spaces. As more and more space has been commodified, 
privatised and/or corporatized, so the logic of design and management has shifted away from 
ideals of civic rights and participation to ones of niche marketing and risk management. In 
this, the policing, security, and health and safety industries are substantial and influential 
players with vested interests in a lucrative marketplace which fuels and is fuelled by fear of 
crime media coverage, and law and order politics.  
The case of CCTV  
CCTV (Closed Circuit Television] has become a popular, if expensive, tool in the re-
conditioning of public space. It provides a tangible mechanism for the creation of "security 
bubbles" referred to in the earlier individualisation of risk analysis. According to Graham 
(2000), visual surveillance has become the "fifth utility" (alongside water, gas, electricity. 
telephone) increasingly integrated into the urban landscape.  
A central problem with CCTV surveillance in urban centres (and elsewhere), is the 
propensity of its human operators to focus on surveillance targets on the basis of narrow, 
stereotyped assumptions. Norris and Armstrong (1999) in their study of 888 targeted 
surveillances, found that CCTV impacts unevenly on young people and contributes to a sense 
in young people, of oppressive and vindictive surveillance.  
The study notes that the young, the male, and the black, were systematically targeted, not 
because of their involvement in crime or disorder, but for "no obvious reason". Forty per cent 
were targeted on the basis of "belonging to a particular or subcultural group", with black 
people being more than twice as likely to be surveilled than others, and for longer periods of 
time (Norris & Armstrong 1999, p.ll0). Others subject to excessive surveillance included 
drunks, beggars, the homeless, those considered to be "out of time and out of place", and 
anyone challenging the right of cameras to train on them. People in uniform were 
"completely exempt from targeting": 
The gaze of the cameras does not fall equally on all users of the street but all those 
who are stereotypically predefined as potentially deviant, or through appearance and 
demeanour, are Singled out by operators as unrespectable (Norris & Armstrong 1999, 
p.154].  
Public space practice  
The tensions surrounding many young people's use of public spaces has been the subject of 
considerable attention, particularly from the perspectives of public space regulation, policing 
and crime prevention. In recent years attention has begun to be directed at the way public 
space is conditioned by its management, planning and design, and by policy context and what 
specific practice principles and strategies are needed (White. Murray & Robins 1996, 
Heywood & Crane 1998, White 1999, Crane 2000). A number of implications for public 
space practice can be discerned by considering the trends in urban development.  
Recognising the need for youth. friendly urban developments and public spaces  
There is a need to approach urban development in ways which take account of the age 
demographic of "young people". This has occurred too infrequently. Iveson (2000, p.230) 
points to the disparity between planners' notions of vigour in urban areas and the aspirations 
of young people. For example, while planners in Perth talked of creating "boundless 
opportunities for integrating different groups and identities in a meaningful and rich manner", 
young people felt little tangible benefit or inclusion despite this lofty rhetoric.  
The development of guidelines by various governments which indicate principles and 
parameters for urban design, planning and/or management are a step in the right direction 
(Heywood & Crane 1998, Urban Design Advisory Service 1999) though they are not 
afforded great status. Given the speed of many development processes, it is vital that 
governments research, develop, endorse. disseminate and enforce key attributes of what 
constitutes youth-friendly urban space.  
 
Such an approach can assist the movement away from a problem focused approach to young 
people (Egginton & Kaighin 2000) to one where they are viewed as legitimate members of 
communities and citizens of the state. There is a clear role for government leadership in this 
area. In Germany, a government sponsored a competition for the development of ideas for 
innovative and sustainable urban space projects which enhance the well-being of children, 
young people and their families. Key to this was a supportive political climate which 
incorporated "attitudes in favor of children and young people" (Kunert-Schroth 1998, p.19). 
Governments and peak bodies should consider what strategies and "levers" they could use to 
encourage and reward youth-friendly urban developments and public spaces.  
Direct involvement of diverse groups of young people  
Such leadership is not of itself sufficient. In many instances attempts to include "community" 
and social parameters in urban planning and development processes have not incorporated 
meaningful involvement of those young people affected by such processes. More usually the 
stakeholders are adult residents, business stakeholders, local elected representatives, and 
adult representatives from community organisations.  
While youth participation is experiencing something of a revival in Australia and is being 
applied in some urban development contexts (Malone 1999), a number of significant 
challenges persist including:  
• the quality of invitation to and support of young people who are economically or socially 
marginalised (e.g. homeless young people), especially the need to facilitate their connection 
and voice;  
• frameworks about young people among planners and decision makers which assume their 
problematic nature, dependence or incompetence rather than their expertise and insight 
regarding how spaces are configured and managed, and  
• the legal, cultural and economic barriers to young people forming multiple sustainable 
advocacy mechanisms.  
Adopting a multi-level and multi-dimensional approach  
The case for an "integrated" approach to young people and public space has been put in 
various forms in recent years. The fundamental premise of this approach is that responses to 
public space matters require acknowledgment of the role of various elements which currently 
are not adequately articulated. These have been categorised as the policy, design, planning 
processes and management aspects of public space (Heywood & Crane 1998, White 1999, 
Crane 2000). An integrated approach involves:  
• recognising the importance of a variety of public spaces, from those close to where young 
people live (suburbs, bushlands, etc.) to central public malls and squares;  
• responding to core issues of need (poverty, homelessness, racism, police and security 
management styles, lack of provisions for young people) which often underpin public space 
tensions;  
• attending to notions of place as defined by those who live in an area and particularly those 
who are marginalised and most dependent on such places, such as homeless, young and 
elderly people;  
• recognising the broad governance implications if public spaces are to become more 
inclusive as well as supporting localised communicative action processes (Egginton & 
Kaighan 2000) which enable various stakeholders to engage with local change processes;  
• the need for both traditional empirical research and localised participatory action research to 
generate well-founded public space options;  
• establishing processes whereby issues and tensions of public space use are examined for 
their design, planning, policy and management elements. This goes beyond the application of 
safety through environmental design to consider a wider set of linkages with a view to taking 
the most inclusive approach possible in a particular context. For example, it would be 
possible to build in active consideration of access impacts within public space safety plans or 
city safe strategies (Heywood & Crane 1998); and  
• establishing mechanisms within State and local governments for the articulation of 
planning, design, management and social policy (across the "silos") actively informed by 
evidence-based information, and public space user views where those most impacted on are 
considered.  
Needless to say the success of a more comprehensive and inclusive approach to public space 
design and management depends on adequate political support and at least a modest level of 
specific and ongoing resourcing.  
Developing multiple uses for under-used urban spaces  
Developing the multiple use of spaces was promoted as one response to the dearth of options 
for young people, particularly in built-up urban areas where open and green spaces are sparse 
(Kleedorfer 2000). Examples of options included negotiating additional access for young 
people to school and university sporting ovals, "brownfields", an overgrown garden used as a 
"girls space", as well as a mobile team of youth workers employed to engage with young 
people in the parks and facilitate the development of local activities and options.  
Being able to explore such options requires both a commitment to creativity and community 
development staff who can facilitate such opportunities. More systematic ways of 
encouraging and disseminating such options is warranted.  
Linking new terminologies with public space considerations  
The emerging language of social policy in Australia includes concepts such as individual and 
community resilience, community capacity building and social capital. Where do young 
people's access to and experience of various public spaces fit within these? The language of 
resilience and risk at least in part reflects the risk management approach referred to earlier in 
this paper. It is easy to overlook fundamental questions of material well-being, such as the 
access of young people to affordable, appropriately located housing, and to adequate income, 
and the link between these and tensions in and around public spaces.  
The burgeoning literature on the "prevention of bad things happening" (crime, homelessness, 
mental illness etc.) suggests that young people feeling and being connected to social and 
material supports are substantial protective factors. Inclusive public spaces, we suggest, can 
play a very important role in how young people are "connected", and in the social capital they 
have available to them.  
Can the emerging frame of "place management" be a vehicle for improving the youth 
friendliness of public spaces? Perhaps it can provide a capacity to work across the "silos" of 
government. However, unless it defines community in a way that acknowledges and responds 
to a diversity of interests, it could well be simply a tool for advancing a "new urbanisrn" 
where young people and those who are marginalised are managed, regulated and excluded 
under the objectified guise of "planning".  
Conclusion  
The tableau of public space is rapidly changing, and those most likely to lose from this are 
from the same groups who have traditionally had difficulty in gaining and maintaining 
access. Consideration is required of the relationship between broad (often global) trends, the 
role of various levels of government in the way urban space is planned, developed and 
managed, and the role of more localised communicative processes which allow for creative 
and contextualised arrangements to be developed and owned by those who use particular 
spaces.  
While children and families do gain some consideration in the material on contemporary 
urban development, there is little systemic acknowledgment of and response to their needs 
and rights. Approaches are needed which work across the arenas of design, planning, social 
policy, management, community services and law enforcement. Both government leadership 
and the direct involvement of a diversity of young people are urgently needed as the character 
of public spaces becomes increasingly diverse and market driven.  
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